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Action Design Ethnographic Research

ACTION DESIGN ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH – IN SEARCH OF A
RIGOROUS METHODOLOGY FOR IS RESEARCH
M.Shahanoor Alam, Laurence Brooks and Pamela Abbott
Dept. of Information Systems & Computing, Brunel University, London

Abstract:
Action Design Research (ADR) has been developed as a broader research framework to design,
evaluate and redesign IT artifacts in organizational contexts while design-evaluation-redesign is
inseparable and iterative. ADR seeks to build IT artifact in organizational contexts and implement,
redesign and evaluate it through organizational intervention. We applied ADR in a complex context of
a develop country where understanding organizational context is challenging. In this situation, we
applied ADR in ethnographic methodological framework in order to understand the complex
organizational context. From our empirical findings, we found that applying ADR with the
ethnographic methodological framework is potential for understanding the complex contexts. We
showed that the ethnographic methodology has potential complementary with ADR’s stages and
processes without requiring extra stages. Further, we argued that applying ADR in ethnographic
methodology can be seen as Action Design Ethnographic Research (ADER).
Keywords:
Action Design Research, Action Design Ethnographic Research, Vested Interests, Land Records,
Bangladesh

1. INTRODUCTION
The changing trend of IS research aims to achieve a holistic view through integrating tools and
techniques from relevant disciplines (Sawy, 2003). As an applied discipline, IS research trend toward
multidisciplinary endeavor to design, implement and evaluate information systems and technology in
organisations and society (Keen, 1987). However, there is dearth of methodologies for the wider
purview of IS discipline (Avgerou and Madon, 2004)

that aims to study complex organizational

contexts, innovations in technology and organization, cyborg –ubiquitous networks between
organizational and technology. In this situation, Suchman (2012) claims that it requires changes in
methodologies the dynamic change in organizational contexts and technologies. In similar vein, Lee
emphasizing on methodologies argued that IS as a discipline placing itself into the arena of research
disciplines like medicine and law. Therefore, driven by these trends and circumstances, IS researchers
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have been contributed significantly to innovate methodologies for studying IT artifact and
organization. However, the need for rigorous methodologies has been rejuvenated for the last decade
to study heterogeneous technological innovations and dynamic change in organization. In line, this
paper seeks to develop a methodological framework for studying mutually dependent IT artifact and
complex organizational context.
Understanding how IT artifacts are created, used, interpreted and reshaped by on-going use and
everyday organizing is a core concern of Information Systems (IS) research (Sein, 2011; Orlikowski,
2007; Braa and Vidgen, 1999). Barley (1996) asserts that IT artifact design, redesign and implementation

are co-evolved between work, organization and technology (Barley, 1996). Orlikowski and colleagues
has put forward this as: IT artifact as ensemble artifact (Orlikowski and Iacono, 2001) and recently they
proposed IT artifact as mutually dependent ensemble i.e. technology and organizational contexts are
not deterministic; rather they are inseparable and mutually dependent. Thus IT artifact is emerged from
design, ongoing use, being reshaped and redesigned by ongoing use, refinement and it brings dynamic
change in organizational context and structure. To study IT artifact require rich theoretical
underpinnings and rigorous methodology because it focuses on intra-actions between technological
and organizational dimensions while organizational contexts, structures and networks are inseparable
from technology.
Although IS discipline had a long standing need for rigorous research methodology to design and
deploy IT artifacts for generating knowledge and addressing practitioners’ problems (Braa and Vidgen,
1999; Baskerville and Wood-Harper, 1996), the recent theoretical debate in IS as well as the inextricably

inseparable relations between IT and organization has stimulated the need. To this end, there are a
number of attempts in IS research that seek multidisciplinary navigation for incorporating new
concepts, techniques and methods to build rigorous research methodology, for instance, ETICS
(Mumford and Weir, 1979); Action Research(Baskerville, 1999); Grounded Action Research (Baskerville
and Pries-Heje, 1999); Canonical Action Research (AR) (Davison and Martinsons, 2007; Davison et al.,
2004); Design Research (DR) (Hevner, 2007; Hevner et al., 2004) Action Design Research (Sein et al.,
2011) and Participatory Action Design Research (Bilandzic and Venable, 2011). Along the line, this study

was inspired by ADR, a rigorous methodology aims to contribute in practice and the discipline (Sein et
al., 2011). Although the research was started with ADR framework, throughout the ADR process, it has

been appeared that ADR requires some extra lenses while the research context is complex. This study,
thus, revealed that an ethnographic methodology shows potential complementarity for conducting
ADR in complex context. Further, we find that the principles and activities of the ADR are closely
interrelated with the tools, techniques and methods of ethnographic research. So applying ADR in
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ethnographic framework does not mean to make overburden of ADR; rather ethnographic
methodology provides essential complementarity to conduct ADR. This paper, thus, seeks a rigorous
methodological framework through framing Action Design Research (ADR) (Sein et al., 2011) in the
process of ethnographic methodology. Therefore, this paper presented an Action Design Ethnographic
Research (ADER) methodology illustrating with a case of IT design for land record service delivery in
Bangladesh.

2 METHODS AND TECHNIQUES FOR DATA COLLECTION
Both ADR and ethnographic methodology seek long term involvements and commitments of
researchers with organizational contexts. Besides, they rely on a number of methods and techniques for
data collection and analyses. Along the line, this study has gathered longitudinal and cross sectional
data through a number of methods and techniques including participant observation, a long term open
ended observation, unobtrusive observation, semi-structured and ethnographic interviews, key
informant analysis, document analysis, archival methods, focus group discussion, check lists and
research diary techniques.
This study has been conducted in a ICT implementation project namely Access to Information
Program(A2I) in Bangladesh. The project aims to enhance citizens’ access to the service delivery of
land records as well as address the existing problems in this service delivery. The A2I is a flagship
program that has been launched throughout the since November 2010. The researchers involved with
A2I as a research client agreement and conducted this study in one administrative district, namely
Khulna, for a deeper understanding. This study, thus, focused on the service providing organization,
the District Record Room at the Office of the Deputy Commissioner; ICT networks e.g., telecentres,
web portal, E-service center; the service recipient –the citizens, service providing staff and officers and
the informal intermediaries involved in this service.
The researchers have been involved for the last eight months in designing, evaluating and redesigning
ICT networks for land records service delivery at the district under study. The A2I program has setup
ICT networks that comprise District Record Room –the service providing organization, the telecentres
–intermediaries for this service, web portal –online application option and E-service center –
application submission point located at the district headquarters. The study has been conducted in the
District Record Room, Khulna along with seven telecentres located in one sub-district of the district.
The research has been conducted with researcher-client agreement i.e. intervening to solve the
problems of the organization. Thus researcher has gathered data from a number of sources the officers
and staff involved in the service operation, service delivery process, technologies involved in the
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service delivery, service recipients, informal intermediaries - middleman, formal intermediaries – the
telecentres operators, Access to Information Program (A2I) – ICTs project personnel and Officers
from the Ministry of Land and the service recipients, the citizens.

3 ORGANIZATION AND TECHNOLOGY: SOCIOMATERIALITY
Technology cannot be seen as discrete entity beyond organization either by domain or logic; rather it is
interwoven with human work and organizational contexts (Kling and Iacono, 1989). IS research have
revealed that organizational culture, contexts, norms and processes are significant for shaping and
reshaping technology (Sahay and Robey, 1996). In a similar vein, Sein and Harindranath (2004) find that
organizational and social contexts interact dynamically with technology (Sein and Harindranath, 2004).
Conversely, technology leads intended and unintended consequences in organization (Markus and Lee,
2000). Orlikowski and Iacono (2001) aims to synthesize view through conceptualize technology as an

ensemble artifact that includes software and hardware and activities and interactions performed by
them in specific social and cultural contexts. Orlikowski and colleagues has put forward this as
holistic rather than deterministic through conceptualizing technology as mutually dependent ensemble
(Orlikowski and Scott, 2008; Orlikowski, 2007).

The mutually dependent ensemble notion is derived from sociomateriality that seeks human actors and
nonhuman actors as primarily self-contained entities and they are inseparable (Orlikowski and Scott,
2008; Slife, 2004). Further, it focuses on how materiality is intrinsic to everyday organizing while

material means not only tools but activities and identities (Orlikowski and Scott, 2008). Relationship
between material and people are dynamic and inseparable rather than deterministic and distinct. In
line, Suchman (2007) draws the example of sociomaterial practices in our everyday phenomena
including photocopiers, robots, Computer Aided Design and cyborg information systems.
Sociomateriality has emerged as a significant theoretical lens and umbrella approach to study complex
interrelationship between technology, work, practices, people and organization that are inhabited as
inseparable aspects of a phenomenon (Orlikowski and Scott, 2008). In order to analyze a complex
context in a developing country, this paper has applied sociomateriality as a underlying theoretical lens
present the methodological framework.

4. Action Design Research
Action Research (AR) and Design Research (DR) are two rigorous research methods that have
received cross-fertilization e.g. ‘AR and DR are two sides of a single coin’ (see, Figueiredo and Cunha,
2007); ‘AR is similar to DR’ (see, Järvinen, 2007); and conversely, AR and DR seemingly similar but
Proceedings of SIG GlobDev Fifth Annual Workshop, Orlando, USA December 16, 2012
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decisively dissimilar (see, Iivari and Venable, 2009). However, Sein et al.(2011) seek complementary
role between AR and DR and develop Action Design Research (ADR) to build and evaluate IT
artifacts in organizational contexts and organizational interventions which requires an interface
between AR and DR. Thus they have developed ADR whereby DR has been framed in the process of
AR to understand organizational contexts, design artifact in organizational context, redesign through
on-going use and evaluate through organizational interventions. ADR comprises four stages: problem
formulation, building intervention and evaluation, reflection and learning and formalization of
learning.

Further,

these

steps

are

guided

by

seven

principles,

see

fig.

1:

Problem Formulation
Principle 1: Practice-Inspired Research
Principle 2: Theory-Ingrained Research
Reflection and
Learning

Principle 6:
Guided Emergence
Building Intervention and Evaluation
Principle 3: Reciprocal Shaping
Principle 4: Mutually Influential Roles
Principle 5: Authentic Concurrent Evaluation

Formalisation of Learning
Principle 7: Generalised Outcomes

Figure 1 : Action Design Research (Adopted from Sein et al., 2011)

ADR formulates problems in organizational contexts drawing from empirical cases or data driven from
end-users, existing technologies and/or previous research (Sein et al., 2011). It starts with research
opportunities that are based on existing theories and existing technologies; researchers involvement
and commitment; research questions, and setting up roles and responsibilities. Thus, ADR follows two
practice-inspired research for setting problems in organizational context and solving a class problem;
and theory-ingrained research for focusing on ensemble artifacts that are informed by theories (Sein et
al., 2011). Thus ADR is guided by theoretical precursor, the researcher’s intent, influence of users, as

well as the context of on-going use (Sein et al., 2011).
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‘Building intervention and evaluation’ (BIE) is the core stage of ADR that iteratively interweaves
between three core activities i.e., building IT artifacts; intervening organizational settings and
evaluating it concurrently and objectively (Sein et al., 2011). This stage includes three principles:
reciprocal shaping between artifact and organizational contexts; mutual learning between researcher
and practitioners and applying on-going authentic and concurrent evaluation (Sein et al., 2011).
Reflection and learning is stage is interconnected with problems formulation and BIE. Formulated
problems, theoretical premises, ongoing use of artifacts and emerged solution generate reflection and
learning that contributes toward research process and knowledge (Sein et al., 2011). It applies ‘guided
emergence’ as a principle that contains two contrasting views ‘guided’ and ‘emergence’. The former
implies an external perspective i.e., guided intervention. The latter displays a sense of organic
evolution which can be seen as an insider’s perspective (Sein et al., 2011). Both the perspectives help to
reshape the designed artifact through on-going use in organizational context.
Formalization of learning is the final stage that aims to generalizing ‘situated learning’. The situated
nature of ADR outcomes includes organizational change and implementation of an artifact. Thus, the
researcher outlines accomplishments and describes organizational outcomes to formalize learning (Sein
et al., 2011). Specifically, it suggests three levels of outcomes: the problem instance; generalization

from solution instances and derivation of design principles. (Sein et al., 2011)
We find originally ADR has a number of elements from ethnographic methodology i.e., internal and
external perspective in reflection and learning, mutually reciprocal role between researchers and
clients in designing artifact. All these features are clearly rooted in ethnographic methodology. Further,
while applying ADR, we find that throughout the ADR process ethnographic methodology fits well for
gathering data. Thus conducting ADR with ethnographic methodology aims to add potential value to
IS research and contribute to solve practitioners’ problems.

5. ACTION DESIGN ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH
Ethnography refers to study of people and culture along with their meanings contexts, actions,
practices and symbols. It is a philosophical paradigm, a methodology, a sub-field of anthropology, a
number of methods and a basket of tools and techniques for studying human behavior and practices in
organizational and social contexts (Myers, 1999; Beynon-Davies, 1997). Due to the wider purview,
Giddens (1991) says, “All social research,… no matter how mathematical or quantitative, presumes
ethnography”. Ethnographic methodology gives a wide lens to study organizational traditions,
practices, working methods and structures and cultural and historical contexts (Nilsson, 2000). Besides,
it is significant in designing and creating new artifacts that is as much about redesigning work
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practices (Crabtree, Rouncefield and Tolmie, 2012). Further, it evaluates IT artifacts within organizational
contexts to generate valuable insights for academics and practitioners (Harvey and Myers, 1995). Thus,
ethnographic methodology has a significant contribution in IS studies to investigate office work,
organization and technology for the last two decades through designing, deploying and evaluating IT
artifact that is informed by social and organizational contexts (Luff, Hindmarsh and Heath, 2000; Button,
1993; Suchman, 1987).

Van Maanen argued that ethnography in IS research neither a method nor a theory rather it is a
methodology for processing and presenting a written account – a text (Putnam et al., 1993p.223). It
includes methods, modes of inquiry and techniques. Ethnographic research is unique for its dual modes
inquiry i.e., emic (insider/native) and etic (outsider/ researcher self) views. In order to understand the
inseparability of work, technology and organization, Barley (1996) applied insider view (emic) and
outsider view (etic). The insider view elicits context, practices and way of life from the perspective of
participants along with concepts of native’s worldview. Conversely, the outsider view relies heavily on
researcher’s perspective that applies concepts and theories to analyze the contexts and practices
(Barley, 1996). Further, Schultze (2001) asserts that the researcher needs to closely observe, record and

engage in the daily life of the people under study and described details that requires applying both the
perspectives. Thus, ethnographic methodology is significant to understand multiple realities and
unfolds complex sets of meanings along with their contexts (Prasad, 1997 p.106).
Besides, ethnographic methodology uses participant observation, a method for data collection,
(Atkinson &Hammersley, 1994) whereby involve with research contexts through direct engagement to
gain firsthand experience (Goffman, 1990). It is conscious and systematic sharing of everyday lifeactivities, occasions and interests insofar as circumstances permit (Kluckhohn, 1940). Participant
observation is significant to generate better ethnographic and credible data in IS research (Prasad,
1997). Nandhakumar and Jones (2002) apply participant observation to study Executive Information

Systems (EIS) in a complex organization. Further, ‘thick description’ is a powerful tool for
ethnographic analyses (Geertz, 1973). Although ethnography and thick description belong in the same
impetus, applying thick description as a technique of data analyses provides a holistic, careful and
accurate exploration and experiences of the research subjects as they have been observed by the
researcher (Geertz, 1996). Thus thick description aims to provide the bigger picture of the research
subject. It focuses on data analyses rather than involvement in the field. Therefore, thick description is
a potential technique in the ethnographic perspective.
Ethnographic methodology brought together both the world of interpretation i.e. the insider view and
the world of scientific theory i.e., outsider view though applying its basket of tools and lenses (Lee,
Proceedings of SIG GlobDev Fifth Annual Workshop, Orlando, USA December 16, 2012
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1991). Thus, the validity of ethnographic analyses and interpretation can be enhanced by bringing the

world of interpretation and the world of scientific theory together (Schutz, 1973). Therefore, how the
insider and the outsider view is potential in ADR we frame ADR in Evered and Luis’s (1981)
framework for organizational research that provides a detailed discussion on applying insider and
outsider inquiry relating with researcher’s involvement in the context (see figure 2). They find that
applying both the views are complementary to one another and help to elicit insights of organizational
contexts (Evered and Louis, 1981). The outsider view generates research data from quantitative data,
questionnaires and researchers’, unobtrusive observation and empirical observation. Conversely,
insider view produces data by being there and becoming immersed in the organizational activities
through participant observation and playing a role of the organizational actor.

Perspectives

Knowledge Yielding Activities
ADR stages and activities

Formalization of Learning: organizational outcome and
Insider
on-going formalization of learning
View/
Engagement
Reflection and Learning: emergence of IT artifcats
through on going use
Building Intervention and Evaluation: on going use,
organizational intervention and subjective evaluation of IT
Artifacts

Role of
Researcher

Learning

Organizational
Actor/Consutancy

Situated
Learning

Ethnographic

Participant
Observer

Problem Formulation: setting problems in organizational
contexts

Problem Formulation: data driven problems framing
process
Building Intervention and Evaluation: initial design of
IT artifacts, on-going use and objective evaluation

Unobtrusive
Observer/
Passive
Observer
Empiricist/
Interview
Survey &
Quantitative
Textual Analysts

Reflection and Learning: data driven guided intervention
Outsider
View/
Distance

Formalization of Learning: accomplishment in the IT
artifact

Rationalistic
Model Builder/
Published Data

Generealized
Learning

Controlled Experiment

Figure -2 : ADR in Ethnographic Mode of Inquiry (Adapted from Evered & Luis 1981; Nandhakumar & Jones,1997; Sein et al., 2011)
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5.1 Problem Formulation
The insider view focuses on organizational contexts in the whole complex fabric of local culture,
people, resources, earlier events and future expectations within the purview of time and space and
situation (Evered and Louis, 1981). This view seems that fact without context has no meaning. The
insider view discovers underlying meanings of organizational contexts that are expressed through
actions and artifacts (Prasad, 1997). The outsider view applies ‘looking on’ in the sense of witnessing
and examining the process and contexts externally from a from researcher’s eye to produce logical
meaning and measurement (Evered and Louis, 1981). Consequently, this view allows the researcher to
frame data driven problems. ADR researchers’ need to formulate data driven problems too because it
follows a cyclical process between problems formulation to evaluation and learning stages (Sein et al.,
2011).

ADER starts with formulating problems in organizational contexts and initial design of artifacts.
Afterwards ADER generates problems from on-going use and organizational intervention because
ongoing use and intervention gradually reshape artifacts. Thus from empirical evidence and logical
data from on-going evaluation generate further problem framing process. Thus problem formulation in
ADER is like ‘system development life cycle’ in that it follows an iterative process of problem-fixproblem-fix (Mantei and Teorey, 1989). Therefore, applying an ethnographic perspective in ADR
problems formulation can be framed in organizational contexts and on the basis of data and empirical
evidence.
5.2 Building Intervention and Evaluation
Reciprocal shaping of design constructs and understanding of organizational contexts with an iterative
interpretation; bringing together researcher knowledge of theory and knowledge of the organizational
actors and conducting on-going and authentic (we refer as objective and subjective.) evaluation are
three principles of BIE(Sein et al., 2011). They require both insider and outsider views to apply close
observation, involvement, interpretation and intervention on the one hand and on the other, researcher
theory of knowledge and existing technologies and resources.
Participant observation and the role of organizational actor (researcher-client agreement) allow us to
apply the insider view in organizational research (Evered and Louis, 1981). They enable IS researchers
to understand multifaceted interactions between work, organization and designed IT artifacts (Trauth,
2001; Trauth and Jessup, 2000). Participant observation is significant in information systems design,

implementation and use because it seems nothing as surprisingly (Nandhakumar and Jones, 2002).
Besides, it seeks meaning of observation; what those observations mean and wants to know why (Kelly
Proceedings of SIG GlobDev Fifth Annual Workshop, Orlando, USA December 16, 2012
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and Gibbons, 2008). Thus, applying the insider view develops meaningful interpretations from the

iterative relation between organizational contexts and designed artifact and that interpretation gives
reciprocal shape to the designed artifact.
Further, the insider view is capable of bringing forth 'live experience' of the situation under study
because researchers live in the situation and understand behavior, attitudes, practices and roles of
concerned actors and organization (Howcroft and McDonald, 2004). It is noteworthy that ethnographic
perspective in IS strives to go beyond being simple participant observers to change agents supporting
local transformation (Barab et al., 2004). In similar vein, Sim (1999) noted that the ethnographic
perspective has potential in order to design artifacts and redesign them through contextualizing
organizational practices. Thus applying the insider view enhances the mutually influential role
between action design researcher’s knowledge and skills and the actors’ knowledge and practices.
ADR asserts that ‘authentic evaluation’ is inseparable in building design constructs and interventions
thus it seeks on-going evaluation. However, researchers’ involvement may hinder objective evaluation
and there arises a conflict of interests (Davison, 2001). To overcome this problem, Checkland and
Howell (2007) suggest that researchers need to be aware of their dual role i.e., one is ‘researcher’ –the
outsider, and the other is ‘participant’-the insider. Thus applying both the views help to achieve
authentic evaluation. Thus, the insider view provides insights from evaluation of IT artifact in
organizational contexts because it does not leave actions as: being absurd, peculiar, pointless,
irrational, surprising or confusing, rather finds their existing meanings laying in the local context and
culture (Lee, 1991). So the insider allows conducting authentic evaluation of IT artifacts in
organizational contexts. Conversly, the outsider allows context free objective evaluation and filters the
on-going activities through researchers’ preset categories, codings that produce factual data and
results (Evered and Louis, 1981). To generalise the situatied learning ADR require objective and context
free evaluation.
5.3 Reflection and Learning: Tracing Emergence and Guided Intervention
ADR itself recognized that understanding emerging IT artifacts through on-going use requires internal
contexts, and to guide emerging artifacts requires intervention i.e. external (Sein et al., 2011).
Organizational contexts, practices and users role reshape the initial design of IT artifacts and from only
the outsider view i.e., statistical analyses, questionnaire and interviews, it is difficult to trace the
emerging shape of artifacts; rather it requires close observation. Conversely, to redesign the emerging
artifacts requires guided intervention while it is guided with logic, model and theory i.e., the outsider
view. Thus, both the perspectives enhance the critical reflection and learning process of ADR.
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5.4 Formalization of Learning
Identifying organizational outcome from formalization of learning is situated in the nature of learning
that is generated from the organizational context (Sein et al., 2011). To this end, the insider view
participant observation and involvement as an actor is the best way to specify the organizational
learning and outcome. On the other hand, applying the outsider view aims to transmit contextual
learning into generalized learning that could be applicable to other similar contexts (Evered and Louis,
1981).

Besides, the ethnographic methodology in IS bridges the gap between academics and

practitioners through generating valuable learning and contributing to knowledge (Myers, 1999; Harvey
and Myers, 1995). It provides analyses that are communicable and predictable like a product of the

linguist’s that according to rules someone can learn a foreign language (Sanday, 1979). Thus applying
ethnographic methodology provides ‘thick description’ that helps to identify learning and outcome and
contributes to generate transferable knowledge and principles.

Problem Formulation

Ethnographic
Perspectives

Reflection and
Learning

Building Intervention and Evaluation

Thick Description

Formalisation of Learning

Figure 3:Action Design Ethnographic Research (Adapted from Sein et al., 2011)

Therefore if we sum up from stage specific discussions to overall ADR framework, the ethnographic
perspective can be placed throughout the ADR process (see figure-3). It allow multiple cycles of
problem formulation-BIE-reflection and learning; formulating problems driven by empirical contexts
or driven by ongoing data; conducting context free objective evaluation; conducting ongoing reflective
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evaluation; generating transferable knowledge and principles and contributing to the practitioners
problems.

6 ICT NETWORKS IN LAND RECORDS SERVICE IN BANGLADESH
Bangladesh is the most population dense country in the world with a total 160 million people while
average land per person is 0.22 acre only. However, it is relying on agro-economy because agriculture
contributes 60% of total GDP. It is noteworthy that land is the only capital and source of livelihoods
for most of the farmers. Land records related services are core services delivery from the public sector
organization in the country. Service delivery of land records refers to issuing a certified copy of a land
record to its recipient from the District Record Room of the Office of the Deputy Commissioner.
Certified copy of land records is inevitable for determining legal basis of ownership of a parcel of
land; registering land for the purpose of sale or will; and using as collateral evidence of mortgage and
requirement. Approximately, the country receives daily about 20,000-30,000 applications for service
delivery of land records, and the district under study receives about 300-400 applications per day. The
country is divided into 64 districts.
However, for a long period, this service delivery has been identified as the top ranked sector for
corruption; major source of litigations and a sector for intolerable public suffering (Imran and Gregor,
2011; Khan, 2011; Aziz, 2003). Land records dilapidated with the conditions of papers and register;

complicated systems, controlled by strong bureaucratic process and its service delivery process still
inherits archaic and colonial traditions. All these have given rise to rampant rent seeking, persistent
network of vested interests, deprivation of weaker sections of the society, damage of records
intentionally and induced fraud and forgery in this service delivery. In order to address these problems
the incumbent government aims to implement ICTs in service delivery of land records as a component
of the Accesses to Information Program (A2I), the national flagship program for enhancing citizens
access to service delivery funded by UNDP. The A2I has been facing problems implementing ICTs
network in this service delivery. In the beginning of 2012, the ADER has been employed collaborating
with the A2I with the aim to address the problems and design the appropriate process for implementing
ICTs networks in this service delivery.
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6.1 Problem Formulation
Access to service delivery of land records involved a number of actors and processes which can be
categorized into three stages initiating, intermediating and processing. It starts from a citizen while he
or she needs a land record. Finally, it ends up with the citizen while he or she receives the intended
land records (see figure 4). As per Rules, citizens are supposed to receive this service within three
working days for urgent fee and seven working days for ordinary but practically there is no distinction
between urgent and ordinary; rather it takes about two to three weeks to receive this service. Thus the
main problem is delaying in this service delivery and citizens pay speed money any of the actors of
vested interest networks (networks of corruption) to avoid the problem. How this problem can be
formulated through data driven and contexts driven processes respectively outsider and insider
perspectives with a view to capturing the in-depth issues have been discussed below.
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6.2 Problems Driven by Outsider Lens
To trace the underlying problems, we started with an outsider lens; conducted semi-structured
interviews, analyzed the office documents and registers and consulted with the officers, staff and
citizens for the first couple of weeks. The District Record Room is located at the district headquarters
so access to this service requires travelling from the rural areas for application submission and
receiving this service. Most of the rural citizens are illiterate thus they need an intermediary for writing
application for this service. It has been appeared that a high volume of applications causes delaying in
service delivery. The officers and staff presented scarcity human resource main problem i.e. only 6
copying staff are responsible for producing service delivery of 300-400 records per day. It causes
backlog and delay. For instance, a copyist usually has the capacity to provide service delivery of 20-30
applications per day whereas he is used to receiving about 40-50 applications. Thus, there is big
backlog of applications in the service delivery. As a result, it is not possible to follow the service
Rules. However, during documents and registers analyses, it also appeared before the researchers that
an inconsistency in service delivery duration. That is, a few applications have been receiving service
within one or two working days whereas others have been taking longer period. The staff explained
that these happened due to sorting and carrying difficulty. The Record Room contains about 1 million
records which are bound as about 5000 registers without appropriate inventory, catalogue and
classification. The record registers are stored about 300 feet away from the copying place. As a result,
copying staff depend on record Bearers to copy records from the original records service delivery.
Therefore, the data driven problems are high volume of applications, disorganized record store and far
distance located record store from the copying place.
6.3 Problems Driven by Insider Lens
In order to understand the contexts, the researchers spend more time as a participant observer and
organizational actor with a limited role to investigate the problems are derived from the initial data
apparently. In this stage the researchers shared a number stories and informal discussion to understand
the contexts in-depth. These developed problems on basis of contexts.
Access to this service is complicated because it requires filling form or writing application with
detailed information of the intended record, along with accurate fees and folios. These are not easily
understood by citizens. Even literate people avoid writing their own application for this service. Thus
citizens access this service delivery through vested interest networks that include middleman,
Lawyers’ Assistant (Muhuri), Lawyers, staff of other Offices and Sections etc. who mediate this
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service between the citizens and the staff (Alam, Brooks and Khan, 2012). Thus the citizens need to
initiate this service through vested interest networks.
The system of land records and its service delivery was developed by the then British colonial
government in 1920s while the staff were not employed but had a provision to collect certain fees from
citizens for copying of each record by the staff. After the colonial period, the staff became employees
and citizens need to pay fees for this service to the government treasury. Although the provision has
been changed, the practices remain the same. The staff are used to seeking money as bribe for this
service delivery. The staff are used to providing certain and speedy service delivery, if the application
has bribe. From the staff’s point of view, this service delivery is a laborious task and it requires
working beyond the regular hours and in the weekend due to the high volume of applications. From the
staff’s words “Amra Chakurir jonno pai bethon; ar sheba prodaner jonno pai boksis” (We are used to
receiving salary for being the government employee and we used to seeking speed money from people
for the service delivery). It reflects that staff are used to seeking bribe as a practice of speed money.
On the other hand, citizens are accustomed to this practice.
Therefore, the problems that are derived from the contexts are different than the problems driven by
data gathered from outsider lens. It is not only illiteracy; rather the complicacy of the application
process makes citizens compel to initiate this service through a vested interest network. Besides, it is
not only the high volume of applications that causes bribe; rather, the service providing staff has
vested interest in every stage of this service i.e. sorting, carrying and preparing of records. So
applications do not have the staff’s vested interests that could be delayed or rejected in sorting,
carrying and processing.

6.4 Building Intervention and Evaluation
In order to address these problems, the A2I has designed ICT networks. It finds that access to this
service delivery is complicated for filing paper-based applications. The ICT networks aim to make
easy access through online submission of applications and remove citizens’ interaction with vested
interest networks and the staff, to address the problem of corruption and speed money. Consequently,
the A2I has built ICT networks comprising telecentres, web-portals and E-service centers (see figure
5) to ensure online application submission. ICT networks have been designed with three access points:
Telecentres at village level; E-service centers at district head quarter and web portal for internet users.
The A2I aims to receive 100% applications from ICT networks for this service delivery.
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Unsurprisingly, 100% applications received through ICT networks online but concurrently 100%
paper-based applications are received.
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Telecentres, Web-portal and E-service centers have networks with the Record Room to submit online
applications and they do so. This is how 100% applications go through ICTs networks. According to
online monitoring tools and reports, the A2I finds that citizens are submitting 100% online
applications for this service delivery through ICTs networks.
On the other hand, the staff has kept open the parallel systems that are paper- based applications.
Every application requires fees and folio paper along with it while citizens have no option but to
submit fees and folios online. In this context, the staff interprets the process as parallel systems that
every application submitted online from the telecentres and web-portal need to send its printed copy
along with fees and paper to the Record Room via E-service center and applications submitted in Eservice center need to bring a paper-based application pasted with necessary fees and folio papers (see
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figure 5). As a result, every application for this service delivery has been received both online and
paper-based.
Applications from telecentres and the web portal fail to receive speedy service delivery and there is a
high rate of rejection on the grounds of damaged records and inaccurate fees and folio papers, in
addition. From the staff’s perspective, they do not take action immediately after receiving online
applications for two reasons: one is, it requires fees-stamp, while and the other is, it needs a printed
copy of the online submitted applications. As a result, it takes about two weeks to receive the printed
copy of the online application from rural telecentres to the Record Room through postal service via Eservice center. Similarly, another two weeks to go back to the telecentres from the Record Room.
Consequently, citizens prefer to submit applications through E-service center from the district
headquarters to receive quick service delivery. Further, applications submitted through telecentres
faced a high rate of rejection due to record damage reporting, inaccurate fees and inappropriate
applications. Thus, the telecentre operators faced problems submitting citizen’s applications for this
service delivery.
The service providing staff do not find any vested interest from the applications of telecentres so they
do not give speedy service; rather they prefer to reject these applications on grounds of damaged with
records. On the other hand applications are used to coming from vested interests networks through Eservice center that have vested interests/ speed money. So intermediating through vested interests
network still prevailed with ICT networks for expediting this service. As a result, citizens do not find
any reliability to submit applications through the telecentres. In this regard, a telecentre operator says,
“Even my father does not rely on me for filing his application for land record service delivery even
though as a telecentre operator I could submit and process it. He (father) believes that muhuris (actors
in vested interest networks) are the most efficient for processing this service delivery”.
E-service center is located in the same compound of the Record Room and nearer to actors of the
vested interest networks. As a result, citizens go to the actors of the vested interest networks for filing
their application. The vested interest networks prepare paper-based applications and submit to the Eservice center. Therefore, through the parallel application submission process i.e. telecentre sand Eservice center, the vested interest networks remain dominant for mediating this service through the Eservice center.
To address these problems, the application submission process has been redesigned so that no
application would be received by the E-service center. It has two aims to stop access of the actors of
vested interest networks through the E-service Center and to provide service delivery through the
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telecentres and web portal based application. After these interventions, citizens have two options to
access this service delivery one is telecentres and the other is the web-portal. From these two access
points, applications are received directly by the staff of the Record Room because all the applications
come from telecentres and web-portal. The telecentre operators deposited in advance fees and folios
equivalent to a total of 20 applications so that the Record Room staff could take action just after
receiving applications from telecentres without any delay for fees and folio.
However, this design has been reshaped by both the staff and actors of the vested interest networks.
Though citizens do not need to send a printed copy of the online submitted application according to
this redesigned process, however, the citizens collect a printed copy of that application from the
telecentres for themselves. Thereafter, they move to district headquarters to expedite this service
delivery through the vested interest networks. Therefore, the actors of vested interest networks find an
opportunity to expedite this service delivery of their clients.
On the other hand, according to this redesigned process, the staff do not have the option to receive
applications from vested interest networks though the E-service center, but they reshape the redesigned
process. As the staff have internet connections at their desks, they use this opportunity to submit
applications on behalf of the actors of vested interest networks by using the web-portal. Due to the low
rate of internet penetration (0.035), actors of the vested interest networks do not have access to the
web-portal but they manage it through the staff. They convey information to the staff by mobile phone
and the staff submit applications on their behalf. As a result, once again the vested interest networks
entangled with this service through the web-portal.
6.5 Reflection & Learning and Further Redesign
With the given insights from problem formulation, initial design and redesign, the researchers and the
client organization find that the initial design process the E-service center and in the redesigned
process the web portal come into the practice by the actors of vested interest networks. Initially the Eservice center used as parallel systems of application submission and later on, the web-portal is used as
a hidden process of application submission. Keeping open multiple access points, it is difficult to bring
the ICT networks into the practice of citizens. It has been reflected that only ICT networks cannot
ensure citizens’ easy access to this service and remove vested interest networks. So far the design of
this service delivery process mainly focused on ICT network rather the organizational network. The
design processes have failed to build constitutively entangled relations between the organizational
actors (human actors –the staff and the nonhuman actors –the land records) and the ICT networks.

Proceedings of SIG GlobDev Fifth Annual Workshop, Orlando, USA December 16, 2012

Page 18

Alam, Brooks & Abbott

Action Design Ethnographic Research

The nonhuman actors –the land records are entangled with the staff and the vested interest networks.
Firstly, sorting, carrying and processing are the heavily relied on discretion of the staff. The records
are disorganized in the store; the store is far located and the damaged records are not listed. Thus it is
easy to make delay or reject any application by the staff. Secondly, to keep alternative option for
application submission is the way of entangling the actors of the vested interest network with this
service. For example, in the initial design they enter into this service through E-service center and in
the redesign process through the web portal. Thirdly, citizens’ interaction with actors of the vested
interests networks causes to entangle the actors with this service.
With these reflection and learning, through this ADER, we aim to build a constitutive entanglement
between the staff, the records, ICT networks and other actors. Firstly, an inventory of total record has
been prepared and the record registers have been categorized according to damage: A (0% damage), B
(1-20% damage), C (21-40% damage) and D (41%-100% damage) that gives a minimum predictability
to the telecentres and citizens about rejecting trends on the ground of damaged records. Besides, the
Record store and the Record Room (processing place) have united to reduce sorting and carrying
dependency. Further, it is instructed that other than the staff, no one is allowed to enter to the Record
Room to prevent the vested interest networks. Secondly, in this stage only one access point have been
designed i.e. telecentres. It has disentangled the vested interest network from mediating of this service
and disentangled the citizens from the vested interest networks. While all applications are coming from
telecentres, there has no opportunity of interaction between the vested interest networks and the
citizens. Thirdly, to stop any interference in expediting service delivery by the vested interest
networks, it has been designed chronological order in service delivery, that is, first comes the first
serves rule. Fourthly, to disentangle the staff from the service recipient and the vested interest network,
it has been designed that the processed land records will be delivered to the home address of the
applicant by the postal service.
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Under this designed process (figure-6), a constitutive entanglement has taken place between the
citizens, telecentres, land records, the staff, officers and the postal service. Ultimately this constitutive
entanglement brought ICT network in organizational practice and organizing this service. On the other
hand it has disentangled the vested interest networks from citizens, staff, records and ICT networks.
Functionally, this process has reduced cost, time and sufferings of the citizens to receive this service.
6.6 Formalization of Learning
The ADER has generated learning for both the organization and the researchers that shows how the
staff and vested interest networks reshape ICT networks throughout the initial design and redesign
processes. The outcomes of the ADER for the organization are: quick service delivery to the citizens,
making easy access to this service delivery, cost effective service delivery and saving resources though
utilizing ICT networks. To achieve these outcomes, the organization engaged in two ways: one is to
bring ICT networks into practice of the staff and citizens through setting telecentres as the only access
points and the other is organizational management i.e., uniting the record store and the Record Room
for enhancing production and cataloging and classifying the records. The study derives learning for the
researchers that IT artifacts need to build in organizational contexts and it requires entangling human
and non-human actors with the IT artifacts. Thus a constitutive entanglement of IT artifacts and the
organizational contexts, human and nonhuman actors has brought the ICT networks into this service.
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7. CONCLUSION
This paper has analyzed that how problem formulation-design-interventions-evaluation-redesignlearning is a cyclic and iterative process for implementing ICT network in the service delivery of land
records in a complex organizational contexts. Throughout the study we identify that there are two main
goals of ADR i.e. building IT artifact in organizational context and the iterative nature of problemsdesign-evaluation-redesign-learning. To achieve these overarching goals in the complex organizational
contexts, especially in the case of a developing country is challenging because of a predominant of
informal rules, relations, favoritism, and bribery what we have termed here as vested interest networks.
The design and redesign has been reshaped by the vested interest network. To elicits the nature and
process how the actors of the vested interests networks reshaped the design process, we seek
ethnographic methodological framework. Thus applying ADR in ethnographic methodological
framework gives us opportunity to understand the problems from the perspectives of the actors of the
service delivery process i.e., the staff, actors in the vested interest networks, citizens, the land records
and ICT networks. While problems are hidden, processes are driven by informal settings and vested
interests, it requires applying insider view and long term involvement in problems framing, designing
artifacts, evaluating, redesigning and identifying learning. Conversely, outsider view is potential in
employing guided interventions where the researchers are capable to apply their theoretical lens and
skills in accordance with contexts and existing resources. Thus ethnographic methodology enhances
the process of conducting ADR. Further, applying ethnographic perspective has given opportunity to
bring live experience, first hand data, valuable insights and narratives that make the analysis rich
which is transferrable to practitioners and valuable for the professionals. This paper thus argued that
conducting ADR in ethnographic methodological framework is potential for understanding complex
organizational contexts, building IT artifacts in organizational contexts, evaluating and redesigning the
artifacts and identifying learning throughout the process. Therefore, Action Design Ethnographic
Research (ADER) can be seen as an extended variant of ADR, a potential methodology for IS
research.
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